Purpose -This article aims to investigate the influence of cooperative relations in the performance of companies in the supermarket sector, comparing the companies associated networks with companies not associated.
Introduction
Organizations are inserted in an economic environment increasingly marked by rapid change and great technological and information revolution (Castells, 1999; Olave & Amato, 2005) , which has forced companies to seek new strategies to remain competitive (Olave & Amato, 2005; Bueno & Balestrin, 2012; Keupp, Palmie, & Gassmann, 2012) . Under these conditions, the cooperative relationships offer the possibility of cost and risk sharing, and keep up to date with the knowledge constantly renewed, emerging as well as new strategic alternative for companies.
One of the central arguments that cooperative relationships are a strategic alternative for companies is rooted in the logic that the organizations' performance began not to rely on the resources and internal capabilities of companies, but also on the relationships and resource flows the company has with other companies and other organizations (Dyer & Singh, 1998; Ahuja, 2000; Bizzi & Langley, 2012) . Thus, it is important to investigate the inter-organizational relationships, considering that they may affect the financial performance and/or non-financial companies (Keupp et al., 2012; Santos, Kalsing, & Hansen, 2014; Dagnino, Levanti, & Picone, 2015) . Therefore, it is of interest to this study to investigate the influence of cooperative relationships in the financial companies' performance.
In this sense, a company can form a cooperative relationship with suppliers, customers, government organizations, educational and research institutions and even with other companies in the same segment (Olave & Amato, 2005; Balestrin & Verschoore, 2016) . In these relationships, companies have control over their resources; however, they decide to use them in conjunction with other organizations (Ebers, 1997) . In addition, the cooperative relationships are connected to the sharing of information between companies, for joint actions and the intensity of interpersonal relations (Vieira, Yoshizaki, & Ho, 2009) .
A n e x a m p l e o f h ow c o o p e r a t i ve relationships have been used as a strategic alternative is in the supermarket sector. The economic transformations through which Brazil has passed since the 1990s, where the currency stabilization through the Real Plan, put the companies in a new competitive environment of increased competition (Lima, Maia, Sproesser, Moraes, & Moraes, 2006) . In this context, there have been several mergers and acquisitions of large supermarkets, with the formation of large retailers that invest heavily in maximizing operational efficiency and marketing (Lima et al., 2006; Laimer & Laimer, 2009; Gaspar, Borgato, & Lima, 2013) . Due to the fact that small and medium enterprises in the supermarket sector in general have no technical and financial resources to carry out such investments, they lose competitiveness (Lima et al., 2006) . Also, due to not having a comparable operational scale to the major retailers and not the same bargaining power, they face difficulties with suppliers to obtain competitive prices (Gaspar et al., 2013) .
Thus, due to the high existing competition in the supermarket sector, small and mediumsized supermarkets, known as neighborhood supermarkets realized the need to establish cooperative relationships with each other, thus creating cooperation networks (Laimer & Laimer, 2009; Gaspar et al., 2013) . These cooperation networks are inter-organizational relationships established between companies in the same segment, to increase competitiveness (Marcon & Moinet, 2001; Balestrin & Vargas, 2004) .
In this sense, cooperation networks represent an alternative for companies of small and medium-sized of supermarket sector, in order to achieve competitive gains such as economies of scale, increased product portfolio, better negotiating prices and terms with suppliers and implementation of marketing strategies (Lima et al., 2006) . This study aims to verify the influence of cooperative relationships in the performance of supermarket sector companies in the northwestern region of Rio Grande do Sul state, comparing the Cooperative relationships and competitiveness in supermarket sector companies connected to networks with companies not associated to networks. Therefore, according to the Brazilian Association of Supermarkets (Abras) (2014) it is estimated that in Brazil there are 3,950 supermarkets associated with over 130 cooperation networks, pointing to new standards of competitiveness in the Brazilian supermarket sector.
The article is structured with this introduction and four chapters. The theoretical framework is found in chapter two with the theoretical discussion of the cooperation networks and the competitiveness of enterprises. Chapter three presents the research method with the description of the methodological procedures observed in the survey. The results and discussion are presented in chapter four, explaining the empirical evidence through the theoretical foundations. Finally, chapter five presents the conclusions of the study, with contributions, limitations and suggestions for future research.
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework summarizes the theoretical discussions about the competitiveness of enterprises and their cooperative relationships, consolidating the chapter regarding the relations between cooperative relationships and competitiveness.
Competitiveness
Competitiveness can be explained as the company's ability to formulate and implement strategies to enhance or maintain a sustainable position in its market (Ferraz, Kupfer, & Haguenauer, 1996) . Thus, competitiveness is related to the company's ability to compete in the market and get superior performance to the competitors.
Moreover, a company's competitiveness can be identified by four features: dynamic with the ability to transform potential into results; competitive with the ability to control resources and capabilities, aiming at superior performance; oriented and long-term; relative, and compared with other companies in the industry to check their level of competitiveness (Man, Lau, & Chan, 2002) .
In this sense, competitiveness can be determined by competitive environment, or by competitive forces, which are seen as the determinants of the sector and the company's competitiveness (Porter, 1991) . Therefore, competitiveness is related to a number of factors in a given market, which is part of the interdependence between companies (Ferraz et al., 1996) .
The concept of competitiveness also refers to the characteristics of the companies and is related to performance (Coutinho and Ferraz, 1994) . Likewise, a competitive factor (e.g., cooperative relationships) becomes a competitive advantage for a company (Zaccarelli, 2006) , which is measured by their performance. In other words, competitiveness can be understood as the ability to create and sustain superior performance relative to competitors.
The association of companies promotes competitiveness (Olave & Amato, 2005; Caldeira, Durão, Pizzol, Pizzol, & Brazil, 2015) , evaluating the companies' performance (Dalcol, Siluk, Neuenfeldt, & Soliman, 2014) . Thus, the performance indicators are the result of accumulated skills and competitive strategies adopted by companies, due to the competitive environment in which they operate (Coutinho & Ferraz, 1994) .
Even though, company competitiveness may be translated in its ability to compete, it is essential to relate the competitiveness to the company's performance. Accordingly, Haguenauer (2012) associates the competitiveness to performance, which in the same way that the competitiveness involves a number of factors: the performance can be measured in several ways, such as the result of productivity, profitability and the value obtained in sales.
Although the performance can be measured in several ways, the literature contains two main approaches, financial performance and Andressa Centenaro / Claudionor Guedes Laimer non-financial performance (Kaplan & Norton, 1997) . In this study we intend to investigate possible differences in the financial performance of companies by virtue of cooperative relationships. Thus appropriating the concept of performance described by Haguenauer (2012) , is to say that the performance of companies may result from the variation of revenue achieved in a given period. Thus, it was decided to use the revenue (value obtained in sales) as a metric of the companies' performance (Wegner, Agnes, Callado, & Callado, 2016) .
Therefore, the cooperative relationships can provide an increase in the companies' competitiveness and, as a consequence, differ in performance of the companies in relation to those companies which do not cooperate with others. So it presupposes that cooperative relationships are considered a determining factor of companies' competitiveness, enabling the company to engage in cooperation a superior performance in relation to its competitors that operate in isolation.
Cooperative relationships
Cooperative relationships have been formalized, especially through cooperation networks, also known as inter-organizational networks, which consist of a group of interconnected organizations by well-defined relationships, which can be in the same sector or be located along a production chain (Balestrin & Arbage, 2007) . According to Marcon and Moinet (2001) , inter-organizational networks can be structured in four dimensions: a) vertical dimension or hierarchy: these are the companies in the network, the array type and branch; b) horizontal dimension or cooperation:
consists of companies doing some kind of activity together through the cooperation of their members; c) formal dimension or contractual: the coordination of the activities of the network structure is marked by the formal contract; d) informal dimension or connivance: the coordination of activities structure is marked by connivance and social rules, the complicity between the actors represented by the relations of friendship, affinity and kinship, such as those that occur in associations, clubs, and networks of friends. Thus, the networks that are established by the association of several companies in the supermarket sector can be defined as a cooperation network. These networks, involving companies in the same industry or competitors, are marked by interdependence of complementary systems, such as production, research and the search for common goals (Ferreira & Teixeira, 2008) .
The factors that influence the formation and maintenance of cooperation networks are an issue of interest in various organizational studies. In this sense, Oliver (1990) reviews the literature and establishes some determinants contingencies forming relationships between organizations such as the need and efficiency.
The need is due to the scarcity of tangible or intangible assets, or when the organization needs external resources and then establishes bonds or exchanges with other organizations to achieve these features (Oliver, 1990) . Whereas the efficiency motivates the organization to establish relationships in order to increase returns and reduce costs (Oliver, 1990) .
The networks are characterized by the existence of autonomy in relation to external forces, as well as the presence of a certain degree of self-organization and an endogenous processing capacity, giving them an essentially dynamic character (Britto, 2002) . In this regard, several studies (Balestrin & Vargas, 2004; Wegner, Wittmann, & Dotto, 2006; Bulgacov, Arrebola, & Gomel, 2012) have highlighted the importance of cooperation networks as strategic and organizational configuration which contributes to the companies' performance.
Thus, companies associated with a network can have facilitated access to various benefits such Cooperative relationships and competitiveness in supermarket sector as exchange of information, knowledge, skills and other strategic resources, in addition to advantages such as reducing input costs through collective purchasing, decreased time development of new products, increasing the scope of the market through joint distribution, reduced storage and transport costs of inputs, among others (Balestrin & Verschoore, 2016 ).
Cooperative relationships and competitiveness
Cooperative relationships are housed in an area of research called inter-organizational relationships, expression whose acronym is RIO (Cropper, Ebers, Huxham, & Ring, 2008) . As Cropper et al. (2008) published in the book 'The Oxford Handbook of Inter-Organizational Relations'; several terms are commonly used with the intention to designate the same relationships, such as: cooperation, collaboration, joint work, partnership, strategic alliance, association, among others.
In this sense, the literature mentions some properties of cooperative relationships. Among them, the cooperative relationships are a specific form of relational exchanges based on common goals, requiring high level of collaboration and determination, and is characterized by the creation of common processes or the joint activities (Vieira et al., 2009; Balestrin, Verschoore, & Reyes, 2010) .
The joint activities indicate the degree to which companies work together to seek common individual goals (Vieira et al., 2009 ). For Heide and John (1990) , the actions and/or joint activities ensure that partners are focused on a continuous cooperation process, leaving aside possible opportunistic behavior. Balestrin et al. (2010, p.462) states that the cooperative relationships "have the ability to facilitate the implementation of joint actions and resource transaction to achieve organizational goals". Thus, the understanding on how cooperative relationships can contribute to the companies' performance can be understood from the theoretical approach of the ResourceBased View (Gulati, 1999; Balestrin & Verschoore, 2016) .
In the theoretical approach of the Resource-Based View, a strategic resource is all assets, capacity, company attribute, information, knowledge, etc., which controlled by a company, allows it to devise and put in place strategies to improve their competitiveness (Barney, 1991) . In this sense, using this theoretical approach, we assume that the company can use the relationships with other organizations to access and develop strategic resources, which could not be developed if it acted in isolation (Dyer & Singh, 1998; Gulati, 1999; Ahuja 2000; Balestrin & Verschoore, 2016) .
Regarding the role of cooperative relationships on competitiveness, relationships between companies can provide two types of specific benefits: complementary resources and knowledge sharing (Ahuja, 2000) . In this sense, the benefit of resource complementarities allows companies to combine their knowledge, skills and physical assets. But the sharing of knowledge refers to how the cooperative relationships can serve as information channels whereby technical advances and new approaches to solving problems flow from one company to another (Ahuja, 2000) . Hennart (2008, p.306) states that "in any society, there are potential gains from trading and shares". The change is related to obtaining comparative advantage and allows individuals to focus their activities on what they can do more efficiently, while shared work allows reaching a production scale that could not be achieved individually by a particular company (Hennart, 2008) . Vieira et al. (2009) identified that the cooperative relationships or collaborative, refers to the sharing of costs, risks and benefits. Specifically in the retail chain, the benefits of cooperative relationships can be described as: sharing delivery costs; sharing of costs from product returns, sharing logistical gains, and cost sharing to identify causes of inventory Andressa Centenaro / Claudionor Guedes Laimer issues. Thus, collaboration is closely related to the way companies share information, jointly perform actions and enhance their interpersonal relationships (Vieira et al., 2009) . Zeng, Xie and Tam (2010) , in turn, verified that small and medium-sized enterprises can be used in different forms of cooperation to gain access to knowledge and other external resources. Companies can establish cooperative relationships with competitors, with government organizations and teaching and research institutions (Zeng et al., 2010) . Lee, Park, Ryu and Baik (2010) simulated the long-term behavior of firms that have strategic alliances compared to the behavior of firms that do not. Thus, they found that in the long-term, companies form alliances to gain access to assets or complementary resources from their partners have better results than companies that operate individually. In addition, they also found that the greater the synergy of resources and capabilities between firms, the greater their competitiveness, and hence their performance. Bulgacov et al. (2012) conducted a case study in a community of technologybased companies and revealed that at this condo one of the determinants of companies competitiveness is the existence of an environment and relationships of collaborative alliances in the use of strategic resources. According to the authors, the interviewed entrepreneurs stressed that their companies are most benefited in their competitive capabilities through shared resources, than affected by the possibly existing internal competition.
In this context, it may be noted that cooperative relationships with companies of the same segment or competitors are considered an important way of improving performance. Thus, the following research hypothesis is formulated:
H1: The cooperative relationships with competitors positively influence the performance of supermarket companies.
In addition, some studies focus on cooperation with suppliers for improving the company's performance, and suggest that cooperation with suppliers enables companies to improve productivity and risk reduction in the development of products and services, while reinforcing flexibility, product quality and adaptability to the market (Chung & Kim, 2003; Vieira et al., 2009 ). Another benefit is that suppliers are important sources of information and knowledge for development and improvement of products and services (Zeng et al., 2010) . Thus, the following research hypothesis was formulated:
H2:
The cooperative relationships with suppliers positively influence the performance of supermarket companies.
Another important evidenced cooperative relationship in the literature is the relationship with local institutions, such as associations, trade unions, teaching and research institutions, government and financial organizations (Cropper et al., 2008) . These institutions can be used for access to financial resources, technology and knowledge (Doloreux, 2004; Nieto & Santamaria, 2007; Zeng et al., 2010) . Thus, the following research hypothesis is proposed:
H3: The cooperative relationships with local institutions positively influence the performance of supermarket companies.
On the other hand, considering the evidence that there are differences between companies associated with networks and companies not associated to networks, the following research hypotheses is formulated: 
Method
The methodological procedures of the study are based on quantitative research with data collection strategy through a survey with a structured questionnaire. This type of research aims to describe the particular population characteristics or a certain phenomenon, or the establishment of associations between variables (Richardson, 1999) .
Population and sample
The study population comprises companies from the supermarket sector in the Northwest region of the state of Rio Grande do Sul. In this way, the population comprises commercial establishments with or without self-service and sale mainly of various food products, with a sales area of less than 5000 square meters, classified (Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics [IBGE], 2015) in: a) Minimarkets, Grocer y Stores and Warehouses (CNAE 4712-1/00): the activities of commercial establishments without self-service and with predominant sale of various food products, with sales area less than 300 m 2 ; b) Supermarkets (CNAE 4711-3/02): the activities of commercial establishments with predominant sale of various food products which also offer a wide range of other goods, sales area from 300 to 5,000 m 2 . On the other hand, limitations on the precise quantification of the population to be surveyed are found due to lack of statistical information on the number of the supermarket sector companies (Laimer, 2007) . Thus, the sample definition of the survey was selected by convenience where out of 40 typical companies in the supermarket sector, 31 companies agreed to participate. This type of sampling technique is characterized as non-probabilistic, i.e., a non-random sampling, which considers the participants according to their accessibility and availability to participate in it, because of the difficulty in obtaining a complete list of the target population study (Laimer, 2007) .
Data Collection
Data collection was conducted through a structured questionnaire, which was based on validated scales by Laimer (2008) , through factor analysis technique. The structured questionnaire was prepared in two blocks, the first block containing open questions in order to characterize the company, and the second block containing closed questions, in the form of statements in order to verify the relationship between the variables ( Table 1) .
The closed questions that measure the independent variables were measured by a Likert scale (enlarged) of 7 points, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). On the other hand, the closed question measuring the dependent variable was measured by a Likert scale (reduced) of 3 points, ranging from 1 (decreased), 2 (remained constant) and 3 (increased).
The questionnaire pretest was carried out by applying it to five companies of the population, and the adequacy and understanding of the questions/affirmative to the respondents was checked. As there was no change in the questionnaire after the pretest, the pretest respondents were considered in the sample. After concluding the pretest, the data collection phase began, when the questionnaire was applied by the researchers in person.
The questionnaire was carried out during the month of June 2015, visiting the companies surveyed. The respondents were company managers who were in positions of directors, managers or coordinators. Thus, the data Andressa Centenaro / Claudionor Guedes Laimer collection procedure began with the presentation of information on the correct completion of the questionnaire and then the respondents were asked to individually complete the questionnaire, according to their perception of the reality of the company. 
Relationship with suppliers
The company makes purchases from suppliers, decides to purchase terms (price, term, discount, quantity, etc.). The company carries joint promotions with suppliers (promotional discount, advertising, etc.). The company carries out joint promotions with suppliers, decides how the promotion will be (promotional discount, advertising, etc.). The company uses personal suppliers for aftermarket products in the store. The company uses personal suppliers for aftermarket products in the store, decides how to work. The company has formal agreements with suppliers for purchases, promotions and replacement products. The company uses suppliers' information and knowledge about clients, products, equipment and facilities. 7 7-point scale
Relationship with local institutions
The company uses the services provided by the Union (courses, advisory services, etc. Revenue of the store in the last five years.
3-point scale
Source: Adapted from "Construção de métricas para análise de redes de empresas", by C. G. Laimer, 2008. 
Data analysis
The collected data was tabulated and submitted to statistical analysis with the SPSS Statistic program, Version 21. Thus, the normality of the data was initially verified by analyzing the asymmetry and kurtosis values ( Table 2) In the analysis of skewness and kurtosis indicators it is verified that the data meets the assumptions of normality, fulfilling the requirements for applying parametric tests (Hair et al., 2005) . Therefore, regarding the verification of data distribution, asymmetric data is considered highly as the values greater than +1.00 or less than -1.00, whereas for the kurtosis, out of the normal data distribution is considered as the values superior to +3.00 or less than -3.00 (Hair et al., 2009) .
Thus, as it can be seen in Table 2 , all variables meet the assumptions of normality indicated by Hair et al. (2009) . Furthermore, the analysis was carried out on the basis of descriptive statistics for all variables, using the mean and standard deviation.
The reliability test was carried out through the analysis of Cronbach's Alpha, which showed acceptable coefficients greater than 0.600 (Malhotra, 2012) . Similarly, the Pearson correlation test was carried out to allow multivariate analysis of data, such as multiple linear regression. Thus, the existence of multicollinearity was found, which indicated adequate correlations for the realization of multiple linear regression, or correlations less than 0.800 (Hair et al., 2009) .
Thus, the multiple linear regression analysis was carried out. Multiple linear regression is the appropriate analysis method for analyzing the relationship between a single dependent variable/criteria and several independent variables/predictors (Hair, Babin, Money, & Samouel, 2005) . The dependent variable/criteria is characterized through performance, which was measured by the evolution of revenues, whereas the independent/predictor variables are characterized through the relationship with competitors, relationship with suppliers and relationship with local institutions. In addition, the independent and dependent variables used in the regression models were obtained through the average response in questions that make up each of the variables.
The last phase of the data analysis was to verify the existence of differences between the companies associated with networks and companies not associated to networks using the Student t-test and chi-square test. The t-test was used to verify the existence of differences in variables' relationship with competitors, relationship with suppliers and relationship with local institutions, while the chi-square test was used to verify the existence of differences in variable performance.
Results and discussion
This chapter presents the results and discussions based on the theoretical framework of the study, being organized with the characterization of the sample and the analysis and interpretation of data.
Characterization of the sample
The sample of this study consists of 31 companies in the supermarket sector, 13 associated with the cooperation networks (41.9%) and 18 not associated with any cooperation network (58.9%). In terms of size, it appears that 17 companies are minimarkets, grocery stores and warehouses (54.8%) and 14 companies are supermarkets (45.2%). In addition, six companies have annual gross revenues of less than R$120,000.00 (19.4%), 15 companies have between R$120,000.00 to R$1,200,000.00 (48.4%) and 10 companies have revenues exceeding R$1,200,000.00 (32.3%).
Analysis and interpretation of data
To test the influence of the relationship with competitors, relationship with suppliers and relationship with local institutions in the Andressa Centenaro / Claudionor Guedes Laimer performance of companies multiple linear regression analysis was carried out (Table 3) . Thus, it can be seen in Table 3 that the proposed regression model is significant (p<0.05) and has a coefficient of determination (R2) of 0.646, indicating that 64.6% of the variation in performance results of the surveyed companies can be explained by the model. In Table 4 , the coefficients of the independent variables of the proposed regression model and its significance are observed. The relationships with competitors or with other supermarket companies are related to carrying out purchases, promotions and employee training together and exchange information and knowledge between the owners of companies of the supermarket sector. Balestrin and Verschoore (2016) highlight three attributes that are needed for a cooperative relationship to get competitive gains. These attributes correspond to (1) the alignment of interests and objectives, (2) the interaction and (3) a form of coordination/ activities management. In this sense, it can be said that the joint activities and information exchange between companies, by itself, cannot result in competitive gains, such as improved performance.
When analyzing the results concerning the cooperative relationship with suppliers it is noted that this positively and significantly influences the performance of the companies surveyed, with p<0.05 (Table 4) . Thus the hypothesis H 2 is confirmed (The cooperative relationships with suppliers positively influence the performance of supermarket companies).
Cooperative relationship with suppliers is related to joint activities like shopping, promotions, use of joint manpower, information exchange and also to decision on purchases and promotions. Thus, other studies (Chung & Kim, 2003; Zeng et al., 2010) also showed the influence of cooperative relationships with suppliers in the companies' performance. Thus, one can infer that the relationship with suppliers influences the performance of companies surveyed, because it can provide joint productivity gains, risk reduction in developing products and services and assist in the adaptability of companies to the market (Zeng et al., 2010) .
In this sense, Almeida and Vieira (2013) contribute exposing that collaboration between companies and their suppliers, as in the case of the companies surveyed, can bring benefits to agents involved, such as lower costs, improved service levels, reduced stocks, increased accuracy of purchase forecasts and operational flexibility.
Cooperative relationships and competitiveness in supermarket sector
On the other hand, the relationship with local institutions presented p>0.05 (Table 4) do not confirm hypothesis H 3 (The cooperative relationships with local institutions positively influences the performance of supermarket companies). This result does not corroborate the findings of other studies that indicate that local institutions have an important role in improving the companies' competitiveness (Doloreux, 2004; Zeng et al., 2010) .
To compare the evolution of the companies' performance associated with network and not associated to networks (Table 5) the chi-square test was carried out. The chi-square test is appropriate for testing hypotheses for verification of association between variables when the observations are about frequencies or counts. Therefore, the frequency responses are used at each end of the scale to verify the existence of differences between the companies associated with networks and companies not associated to networks. According to the chi-square test carried out (p=0.189), there was no association between the evolution of the performance of the companies surveyed and participation in a cooperation network, rejecting thus the hypothesis H 4 (Companies associated with networks have a better performance than the non-associated companies). This result contradicts the evidence by other studies (Balestrin & Vargas, 2004; Wegner et al., 2006; , mentioning several competitive gains association of cooperation networks. On the other hand, these results corroborate the study of Gronum, Verreynne and Kastelle (2012) , which have found that the cooperation networks do not influence the profitability and productivity growth of small and medium-sized Australian companies. So that the benefits of cooperative relationships can be unblocked, it is necessary to have other competitive gains, besides the financial performance, for example, the innovation results (Gronum et al., 2012) . Table 6 presents the results concerning the cooperative relationships of the companies associated with networks and companies non-associated to networks, assessed by the Student t-test. As it can be seen, the cooperative relationship with competitors and the relationship with suppliers were significantly higher (p<0.05) for companies associated with the networks, whereas the relationship with local institutions received no significant difference. In this sense, the hypothesis H 5 is partly accepted (The cooperative relationships are larger in companies associated with a network). The cooperative relationships with competitors, which involve joint activities and information and knowledge exchange are effectively larger and more formalized in companies participating networks. This result corroborates those found by Laimer and Laimer (2009) , in which companies from the supermarket sector participating of networks obtained larger cooperation results and also showed to have greater discretion in joint activities (purchases and promotions) with competitors.
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On the other hand, participation in a network did not influence the relationship between companies and local institutions, such as commercial associations, unions and government organizations. Moreover, it is observed that for the companies surveyed, network participants or not, the relationship with local institutions is very low, with levels of agreement with the minor affirmative framing (below the middle of the scale), which indicates disagreement with the affirmations (Table 6) .
In this sense, some studies show that cooperation between local and government institutions are affected by factors such as the profile of the leadership of institutions, local political arenas and perception about the formation of cooperation networks between local governments and companies (Yanez, Magnier, & Ramirez, 2008) . Matt and Wolff (2004) state that the institutional logic of local governments, such as weaker or stronger political positions, can determine a stronger or weaker relationship with the companies. In another aspect, it may be that local institutions do not provide incentives or services for undertakings to draw a cooperative relationship. Among the incentives and services that could be made available are the financial support policies, strategic management programs, support innovation, educational services, providing economic information and marketing services (Balestrin & Arbage, 2007; Zeng et al., 2010) .
Finally, the relationship with suppliers was statistically higher for companies inserted in a network, accepting thus the H 5b hypothesis. In this way, the relationship with suppliers in companies in the supermarket sector has already been shown in other studies, such as Vieira et al. (2009) , which have found that collaboration in supermarket retail chain is influenced by interpersonal integration between the agents, by sharing costs and strategic integration. Therefore, the participants' companies of a network may have a competitive advantage over those that do not participate because they have better relationships with suppliers, which according to the presented regression model (Table 4) positively influences the companies' performance. Moreover, the benefits of cooperative relationships may be greater the higher the level of cooperation between actors of the chain (Vieira et al., 2009) . Finally, Table 7 shows a summary of results of the research hypothesis testing.
Thus, it can be observed that the hypotheses (H 1 , H 2 and H 3 ) that verified the influence of cooperative relationships in the performance of companies, only the hypothesis H 2 was accepted, thus demonstrating that only the relationship with suppliers has influence on performance of the companies surveyed. The other hypotheses H 1 and H 3 , which refer to the relationship with competitors and with local institutions, were rejected. Whereas regarding hypotheses that evaluated the difference between cooperative relationships of the companies associated with networks and companies non-associated to networks (H 5a , H 5b and H 5c ), observe that the H 5a and H 5b hypotheses were accepted, i.e., the cooperative relationships with competitors and suppliers are higher in companies associated with the networks. Moreover, the hypothesis H 4 was rejected, indicating no association between the evolution of the performance of the companies surveyed and participation in a cooperation network.
Conclusion
This study investigated the influence of cooperative relationships in the performance of companies in the supermarket sector. For the attainment of this objective, three types of cooperative relationships with competitors, with suppliers and with local institutions were analyzed. Thus, this study found that only the cooperative relationships with suppliers influence on company performance. Although other forms of cooperative relationships are widely discussed in the literature by generate competitive gains, only the relationship with suppliers was significant in the proposed regression model. This result may be related to other factors that the literature discusses. In this sense, some authors (Balestrin & Verschoore, 2016) show that for a cooperative relationship to provide competitive gains, it is necessary for companies to pursue common or coherent objectives, to have interaction and coordination mechanisms. Thus, the cooperative relationship with competitors and local institutions, characterized by joint activities and information and knowledge exchange did not impact the performance and competitiveness of the supermarket companies analyzed.
In addition, this study also compared the performance of supermarket companies associated and not associated to cooperation networks. The results show that there is no association between participation in a cooperation network, such as networks of supermarkets analyzed, and achievement of better performance. However, the supermarket companies associated with networks had better level of cooperative relationship with suppliers, which positively impacts on performance, and therefore have an advantage over the non-associated.
T h e t h e o r e t i c a l a n d m a n a g e r i a l contribution of the study is the realization of a Andressa Centenaro / Claudionor Guedes Laimer quantitative research in one segment to seek to broaden the knowledge about the cooperative relationships and the impact of these in the companies' performance.
Among the research limitations the small number of respondent companies (31 companies) can be mentioned, suggesting to conduct of a research of greater proportions, so that the results can be generalized. Furthermore, research is suggested with the inclusion of variables such as level of interaction and pursuit of common goals, as well as other performance mediating variables indicated in the literature such as learning and innovation Gronum et al., 2012; Balestrin & Verschoore 2016) , so that they can clarify how competitive gains can be achieved from cooperative relationships.
